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Abstract 
Google Docs is a powerful collaborating tool. Traditionally, collaboration can be done by attaching documents to e-mail and 
sending them to collaborators. By using Google Docs, one needs to have only one copy of document which is kept in the web. To 
collaborate, one needs to create a Google document and invite others as collaborators. The document owner needs to allocate 
tasks to collaborators so that each of the collaborators knows which part they are supposed to contribute. This paper aims to 
introduce Google Docs as a useful collaborating tool and how it facilitates academicians in collaborating with others. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
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1. Introduction 
Online collaboration is one of the options that academicians have in order to do their work. Its importance is 
discussed by researchers such as Prince (2011), Dekeyser and Watson (2006), Broin and Raftery (2011), and Yang 
(2010). In online collaboration, there are many tools available, for example Google Docs, Zoho, Window Live and 
so on. In this paper, I would like to discuss what Google Dos could offer to academicians.  
Traditionally, collaborative work involving multiple authors is done by using e-mail. Dekeyser and Watson 
(2006) aptly describe this as ‘E-mail Scenario’. 
 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: +6-03-8921-6891; fax: +6-03-8925-2976 
E-mail address: azamri@ukm.my 
 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and 
Learning Congress 2011 Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
412   Ahmad Zamri Mansor /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  59 ( 2012 )  411 – 419 
 
Table 1. Dekeyser and Watson’s (2006) Email Scenario 
 
Approach Description Limitations 
Sequential approach Author edits material, then give to others. Each co-
author does their parts sequentially. 
Those who do not have the custody of the 
paper unable to contribute 
Task distribution 
approach 
Distribute task to co-authors. The co-authors email 
their parts. Main author merge the parts into single 
document. 
Co-authors have to wait before they can see 
other contributions 
 
The two approaches traditionally used are the sequential and task distribution approaches. The problem with the 
former is that the co-authors have to wait until the main author edits the material. The main author then has to wait 
until everybody has done his or her part, one after another. The latter looks better because each co-author has done 
his or her part. Then the main author merges the parts into a single document. The problem with this approach is co-
authors have to wait before they can see contributions of others. 
2. Collaborating The Google Way 
The very first question asked is, why Google Docs? The use of Google Docs is recommended by researchers 
such as Dekeyser and Watson (2006) because of its lightweight application which requires no configuration on 
author’s computer, support concurrent editing work and multiple editors. Broin and Raftery (2011) used Google 
Docs to support project-based learning. Yang (2010) used Google Docs to facilitate collaborative writing in English 
language classroom practice. According to Wurzer (n.d), Google Docs offers a unique feature where multiple 
authors can collaborate while writing, the realtime collboration which means that collaborators do not have to wait 
for others to complete their parts first. The traditional linear cycle of write-review-correct is no longer valid. 
 
 
 
Source: Broin and Raftery, 2011, p. 35.4 
 
Figure 1. Traditional vs Online Alternative 
 
In Google Docs, there are three kinds of participants: document owner, viewer, and collaborator. Document 
owner is the one who creates a document. He or she can invite viewers to view the document. He or she also can 
invite collaborators to edit the document. 
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3. Methods 
Google Docs application is reviewed in order to explore how it can be used collaboratively by academicians. To 
explore the use of Google Docs, four methods were used: (1) reviewing guides provided by Google Docs, (2) 
reviewing YouTube tutorial videos on how to work with Google Docs, (3) reviewing literature of how Google Docs 
is used by academicians, and (4) experimenting the use of Google Docs in writing a research paper. In reviewing the 
application, two questions were put forward, (1) what are the steps needed to start, and (2) what are the possible 
limitations of Google Docs. 
 
4. Steps to Begin Collaboration 
To start using the Google Docs, one needs to have a Google account, The steps are as follows: 
Step 1: Create Your Google Docs Account 
To create your Google account, you can fill in the registration form at http://docs.google.com. However, to utilise 
all Google tools, it is even better to create Gmail account because this automatically enables you to use Google Docs 
and other Google tools as well. The sign in and sign up page is as in the following figure. 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Google Docs Sign In Page 
 
In the sign in page, there are hyperlinks where a user can preview each of the Google Docs tools in more detail. 
There is also a hyperlink to watch the videos. 
Step 2: Create Your Document 
The next step in to create a document. If you click the file menu, there are seven colour-coded drop-down menus: 
Document, Presentation, Spreadsheet, Form, Drawing, Table and Collections. Select the blue-coded option to create 
a document. 
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Figure 3. How to Create a Document 
Once you have selected the document in the drop-down menu, an untitled document appears. 
 
 
 
Figure 4. The Untitled Google Document 
 
The untitled document can be renamed by clicking the ‘File; menu and then select ‘Rename’. The next step is to 
start writing. As this collaboration will involve multiple editors, it is recommended to organized the task for them. 
How to organize the writing task? Firstly, create an outline for your paper. The outline looks something like this: 
 
x Abstract and Introduction – Dr Ahmad 
x Related Literature – Ms Bahiyah 
x Methods – Dr Chan 
x Findings – Mr Elangovan 
x Discussion – Dr Farhana 
x Implications and Conclusions – Mr Ghani 
 
In the document, draft the outline of the paper. It is important to organize the task so that each editor know which 
‘region’ of the document he or she is responsible for. After planning outline and assign each editor with task, the 
document may look something like this: 
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Figure 5. The paper outline 
 
The document now is ready to be used. 
Step 3: Granting Access To Collaborators 
The next step is to enable the other editors to gain access to the document. There are three visibility options as 
shown in the following figure 
 
 
 
Figure 6. Three visibility options 
 
The first option is to make it public where anyone can find and access the document without having to sign in. 
The second option is to grant access to anyone with the link. The third option is to make it private where only people 
who are granted permission can access the document. 
The next step is to invite others. You can either share or collaborate with them. To share means that viewers can 
only view the document and they do not have the permission to edit. To collaborate means to grant permission so 
that the reader can edit the document. 
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Figure 7. Granting access to other authors 
In the context of collaborating in writing a paper, the option that we have to use is the ‘Can edit’ option. The 
document owner needs to add editors by adding their e-mail addresses in the ‘Add people’ box. Once the ‘Share & 
save button’ is clicked, the access to the document is granted to other editors. 
After clicking “Share and save’, a box showing who can access the document appears. The box shows list of 
editors who can acess the document with visibility status either ‘owner’, ‘can edit’, ‘can comment’, or ‘can view’. 
From the box, you can change the visibility status of the authors. 
 
 
 
Figure 8. List of collaborators 
 
After clicking is done, you are ready to collaborate. Make sure each of the collaborators knows which section of 
the paper he or she is to contribute. The collaborators can edit the document anytime and anywhere they want as 
long as there is internet connection. If collaborators are editing at the same time, you can easily see what they are 
typing. Each of the collaborators is identified by colour-coded flag as shown in the following figure. 
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Source: Google (2010). Introducing new google docs (video file). Retrieved October 20, 2011, from 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6_hJ3R8jEZM 
 
Figure 9. Collaborators with their flags 
 
While typing, you can chat with other collaborators by clicking the arrow at the top right. There is a chatroom 
where you can ask questions or give feedback to other collaborators who are typing.  
 
The draft paper may look like this: 
 
 
 
Figure 10. The draft paper in Google Doc form. 
 
The paper can be downloaded into pdf, Word, html and other formats as shown in the following figure: 
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Figure 11. Downloading the document 
 
The downloading options are available if you decide to save the document in your PC. With the document in 
Word form, you now can attach the document in your email message and send it to be published. 
If you want to share the document with others, the better option is to invite them as viewers. To do this, you just 
have to click the blue ‘share’ button and type their emails in the ‘Add people’ box. Make sure you tick “can view’ as 
you do not want them to edit the document. 
5. Possible Limitations of Google Docs 
The second question is about the possible limitations regarding the use of Google Docs. Among the limitations are: 
 
1. Slow internet connection. As we are at the mercy of the internet connection, effective use of Google Docs 
can only be ensured if the connection is good. If not, words typed are very slow to appear, thus creating 
demotivating effect on the user. 
 
2. Conflict between users if editing in the same region. If two collaborators are editing the same region and 
working at the same time, the conflict might occur. To solve this problem, the document owner needs to 
organize the editing task so that conflict will not occur. This problem is also addressed by Broin and 
Raftery (2011). 
 
3. There is no direct image paste. For example if an editor wishes to paste printscreen image into a Google 
document, there is no direct paste function as normally done in Word. The editor has to save the image first 
and then insert the image into the Google document. 
6. Concluding Notes 
Google Docs is a useful collaborative tool that academicians can use. It offers a more productive alternative of 
collaborating through e-mail. Apart from collaborating in writing multi-authored paper, academicians can use 
Google Docs in monitoring student research paper. To do this, you need to create a Google Docs document for 
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every student, or every group. Alternatively, you can also ask your students to invite you to share the document so 
that you could see the progress of the writing. 
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